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Summary

The Tokositna/Kahiltna Expedition to the Central Alaskan Range made the first ascent of 
the Central summit (10,800ft) of Mount Thunder (10,920ft) and the 2nd British ascent of the 
South West ridge of Mount Hunter to the South summit (13,966ft).

Members

The expedition was composed of two climbers only.

David Barlow, aged 25. A Computer Programmer from Enfield, Middlesex.

Geoff Hornby, aged 34. An Industrial Safety Consultant from Derbyshire.

This was our second joint expedition to Alaska, having spent three weeks the previous April 
in very chilly conditions. On that occasion we made the first ascent of Point 9070 Mount 
Nora Batty and repeated the South East ridge of Mount Crosson (see MEF Report 92/29 
British Kahiltna South Expedition 1992).

The Plan

This trip was a follow-on from the previous year’s, when due to the late-running winter we 
didn’t go very high. We had two objectives: the first ascent of Thunder Mountain and the 
first full ascent of the Viper Ridge of Mount Foraker. Attempting Thunder Mountain first 
would be useful acclimatisation.

Unfortunately this gave us no opportunities to expand on our mountain naming theme - 
where we had some beautiful additions to Mount Nora Batty - but something had to be 
exchanged for altitude.

Background Information

After leaving the mountains last year we spent some time in the Talkeetna Ranger station 
looking for possible future objectives. Having camped under the North face of Thunder 
Mountain we quickly discovered that according to Jonathan Waterman’s book High Alaska 
the mountain had been climbed by Alan Kearney. However despite a diligent search 
through AAJ we failed to discover any actual account of the ascent, and the rangers were 
uncertain also.

After this year’s trip, Geoff this August found an account of Alan’s ascent in the 1979 AAJ. 
Alan climbed the West summit (10,600ft) of Mount Thunder, leaving the other two higher 
summits untouched.

The Viper Ridge on Mount Foraker was climbed to its junction with the South East ridge by 
Jack Tackle and Jim Donini in June 1991 (see AAJ 1992 Snake-Bitin the Alaska Range). 
Finishing the route to the summit seemed a very worthwhile aim.
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The Waiting Game

1 May London-Seattle-Anchorage-Talkeetna.
2 May Talkeetna-base of Thunder Mountain.
3 May Wandered around enjoying the peaceful ambience.
4 May Wandered round in cloud.
5 May Climbed the South Face of Thunder Mountain to its Central summit. A fairly 
straightforward route up a 3,000ft snow couloir of about 45 degrees, steepening at the top. 
Then a snow ridge to the Central summit. We descended the same way, and apart from 
the initial bergschrund climbed the route unroped. We had hoped to climb the higher East 
summit as well, but deteriorating conditions changed the plan (we were in a whiteout for 
the top third of the route).

6 May to 13 May Waited for Doug Geeting to pick us up.

This was a very frustrating time, because we could not do anything since we had to stay 
near the tent in case he turned up. Thunder Mountain is the first high mountain on the 
south side of the range at this point, so the typical daily weather pattern would be a clear 
morning till 10-11am, when cloud would roll up the Tokositna glacier and prevent any 
planes from landing. Of course our tent would often remain in the sun, but the end of the 
runway would not. The cloud would clear from 6-7pm... We even took the tent down twice 
when Cherie, one of Doug’s other pilots, informed us that Doug would arrive soon.

There was a four day storm in the middle when no one could fly, but 9 days was a long 
wait. Ultimately Doug authorised Cherie to pick us up, and she then got stranded on the 
glacier with us for four hours due to cloud. When she flew off with Geoff (since she couldn’t 
take off at 7000ft with both of us), I ensured that I still had the tent and stove with me! She 
did return 40 minutes later though.

14 May Got flown round to Kahiltna Base to experience the Alaskan mountain
wilderness the Denali West Buttress Way. This was a real shock for me: loads of people, 
tents, food caches, noise, planes taking off and landing, even a real toilet! Don’t do it!

15 May Walked up SE Fork of Kahiltna to opposite Lowe-Kennedy route on Mount 
Hunter. By now we had realised that the sun made the snow conditions appalling during 
the day, so we planned to do all our climbing at night. This is not a problem in Alaska 
during May as it doesn’t really get dark. Two Scottish climbers, Mark Sinclair and Chris 
Rawlings, followed us up the glacier and we decided to combine forces.

16 May We got up at 3:30am to attempt the south face of peak 12,200. Unfortunately 
the night was very warm and the snow from the four day storm a few days before had not 
consolidated, so we were post-holing as soon as we left our snowshoes at the start of the 
route. Nevertheless we continued with mixed feelings across a south-facing slope showing 
lots of small avalanche debris and over onto a small col. From here we continued pole 
driving up a 20 degree slope when the whole slope whoomfed. After a brief consultation 
we pressed on until Chris fell 40ft into a crevasse. Mark, who was ahead of him, executed 
two very inelegant backwards somersaults before arresting himself. With the aid of another 
rope Geoff dropped down the crevasse, Chris jumared out. Despite being covered in 
snow he was unhurt, unlike Mark who had badly bruised a leg with an ice axe. While we 
were drinking some hot jello the slope whoomfed again and we decided that three 
warnings were enough.

We retreated to our tents and then romped back to Kahiltna Base under the boiling sun. 
Chris decided to leave (he hadn’t been very keen before his fall), and the other three of us
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decided to climb the SW ridge of Mount Hunter. Geoff and I still wanted to attempt the 
Viper Ridge but we hadn’t done enough acclimatisation yet. We preferred to attempt 
Mount Hunter rather than the easier option of joining the ant trail up the West Buttress of 
Denali to 14,000ft. In Alaska it is much better to attempt a complete mountain to acclimatise 
than just climb part of a bigger route, because you get few chances of doing any routes at 
all.

17 May Starting at 7am we snow-shoed in four hours to near the base of the SW ridge 
of Mount Hunter. By now we were even avoiding glacier travel during the day. We spent 
the rest of the day brewing up and trying to sleep before setting off at 11 pm to the initial 
2,500ft couloir.

18 May Even in the couloir which only received sun for part of the day the snow 
conditions were poor, so we climbed up ice runnels for the first 100m. We were roped up 
but didn’t place any gear. The couloir narrows towards the top and splits, but we took the 
right-hand fork and reached the col at the top around 5am. We decided to camp and await 
nightfall as we were rather tired. From about noon light snow fell with low visibility. 
According to Annie, the radio operator at Kahiltna Base, all of the Central Alaskan Range 
apart from the SW and W ridges of Mount Hunter were in perfect sunshine. It continued 
snowing that evening so we stayed put.

19 May The next day it eventually stopped snowing mid-afternoon so we started at 9pm 
up the route. The route follows the ridge, weaving between seracs, until it reaches a 60-70 
degree ice slope below a mixed buttress. We climbed the buttress through its left-hand 
side by following ice runnels over occasional rock steps. The rock was often quite poor, 
but since we hadn’t brought any rock gear the occasional ice screw sufficed for runners. 
The rock buttress tapers off into a steep snow arete for several hundred metres.

20 May We reached the top of the snow arete at 11,500ft at 2:40am and put up the tent 
for a brew and rest. At 5am we left the tent for the summit with one rucsac between us.
The rest of the route is straightforward snow slopes between seracs and crevasses. On 
reaching the summit plateau the snow occasionally degenerated into a surface crust, but 
the final snow slopes up to the south summit were firm. We summited at 8am under a 
perfect blue sky and admired the wind-formed snow crustations and the overwhelming 
view.

We had already ruled out going for the north summit due to the crusted snow plateau and 
lack of time (it is 2 miles away as the raven flies), so descended to the tent and brewed up.

We started the main descent at 9pm, but had to wait for 40 minutes at the top of the steeper 
section of the snow arete for the snow to harden. We down climbed the snow arete and 
then abseiled through the rock buttress by one ice screw abseil and 5 rock ones.

21 May We reached the 9,600ft camp at 3am and slept for a few hours before 
descending in patchy cloud to the glacier, making 6 abseils at the top of the couloir. By 
now it was lightly snowing in a whiteout so we trudged back to Kahiltna Base in four and a 
half hours and celebrated with some of our ordered whiskey...

22 May Drunk tea and whiskey while it snowed.

23 May Geoff flew out to Talkeetna as he doubted that the weather forecast was good 
enough to justify an attempt on the Viper Ridge. I was still feeling keen to have an attempt, 
so teamed up with a Canadian climber Larry Dolecki. At 8:30pm we set off to the base of 
Viper Ridge of Mount Foraker. However Geoff was proved correct as the cloud came

4



down and it lightly started to snow. We had intended to start up the route that night, but 
eventually camped in a crevasse field near the ridge’s base. We had agreed not to go onto 
the route unless we could see it!

24 May The next morning the cloud gradually lifted from around us, but stayed 
obstinately over the Viper Ridge until 3:30pm. We obtained an updated forecast from 
Annie, which promised deteriorating weather, and that combined with my limited time 
available gave us no option but to retreat to Kahiltna Base to finish off the whiskey.

25 and 26 May Larry and I got bored watching snowfall, while I speculated on my ratio of 
total days on the glacier versus waiting days.

27 May The weather cleared and I flew out to Talkeetna. I only needed one more 
waiting day to have spent half my glacier time waiting for aircraft. Geoff and I met up in 
Talkeetna briefly before Geoff left for Anchorage: he had managed to change his flight with 
great difficulty.

28 and 29 May I lazed around Talkeetna.

30 May I got driven Talkeetna-Anchorage-Soldatna (on the Kenai Peninsula south of 
Anchorage) to a friend of a friend of a friend’s wedding party, in time for a drunken 
volleyball match.

31 May and 1 June I went halibut fishing, and caught a 60lb fish.

2 June Driven back to Anchorage.
3 June Shopping.

4 to 5 June Flew Anchorage-Seattle-London with 151b of frozen halibut and 2001b of 
luggage (no 25kg weight limit trans-Atlantic).

The Costs

London-Anchorage flight
£
1280

BMC Insurance 278

Anchorage-Glacier transportation 470

Snow shoe & radio hire 135

Food and accommodation 345

TOTAL 2508

Minus grants 800

Individual Costs 1708
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Ten Handy Hints on How To Survive

1. Take some bungees to hold gear down on sleds.

2. Take Javelin sallopettes for climbing and some light coloured clothing for glacier 
travel (or toast in Javelins).

3. Don’t ever forget suncream on glaciers - even if it’s snowing.

4. Make a wooden base for your XGK stove or abuse a trangia stove to make the XGK fit 
inside.

5. Don’t take the Wild Country Gemini tent - take the Mountain Gemini instead.

6. Don’t believe North Face’s VE25 tent adverts about waterproof groundsheets.

7. Don’t forget that glacier pilots can be sweet-talked into doing grocery trips when the 
whiskey/tortilla chips/dips run out.

8. Take an FM radio to tune into the Classic Rock station 100.5 The Fox.

9. Always rope up on glaciers and hire a CB radio if you’re in an obscure area so that 
you can arrange point 7.

10. Take some whiskey to sit out those waiting periods between bashing out runways.

The Weather

As a complete contrast with last year, when daytime temperatures of -15C were the norm, 
this time we had to climb during the night to avoid the poor daytime snow conditions! 
However we did get more snow - four or five feet during our time on the glacier.

With Thanks

Thanks to the BMC and the MEF for giving us financial support. 

Thanks to Geoff’s company credit card for one barrel load of goodies. 

Jay Hudson for the unpaid whiskey.

David Barlow 
October 1993.
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